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Senses also 

Have joy in their marriage 
With things of the senses, 
Sweet at first 

But at last how bitter. 


—the Bhagavad Gita 


MARIA 


Don’t wrap me in pheasant-robes, 
exquisite dead designs. 

A razor-smile between dark jaws 

will charge your fur, 

erupt snarls 

between the hissings of embrace. 


Circle me growling, 

jungle leaf mantles 

spring under our flailing weight. 
Monkeys and parrots 

dance the twisted moonlight relief 
along night’s edge. 


In this animal 

your evolution ceases. 
Another history waits in my claws. 
Turning, 

turning back to a dark lover, 

face of whiskers and violent eyes. 


ANNA 


I have braided the loose strands of my hair with ivy, 
crushed rose petals and honeysuckle behind my ears. 
In this tiny mirror before me 

I have raised the hue of my lips with wild cherries, 
fluttered my eyelids in hickory ash and red dust. 


When we were angels, 

I copied your smile from my mirror; 
how your cheekbones flared 

against the small lines of my face. 


I could fall down beside you tonight, 
stretched warm and tired 

along my widow’s gabled railing; 
could postpone ships with triple sails, 
gliding away in the clear air of dawn. 


KEITH 


These are echoes of the face 

which has hidden your body 

and now hides mine. 

Later in the night than either of us are expecting 
I clutch at myself to remember you: 

legs crossing over my back, 

the flesh vortex recurred in your lips 

and watch you sweating across a great space 
I cannot close, 

but have had closed on top of me 

and sealed shut. 


He has passed before my window 

and run dark fingers along my body 

springing your water into life, 

taken clear shape in my tears. 

How I recoiled at first, 

opened and closed the thousand eyelids for you, 
for your pulling of all things below me. 


We are the wind 

removed from all season3, 

his long fingers brushing us away, 

lifting our melted flesh to a silence neither of us expect— 
to a garden rest, 

surrounding the naked air of heaven 

in dark-veined clouds. 


DREAM 


Wait for me and think I am dreaming 

the retelling of a grey people who shake my hand 

and pack me off in a long black car 

when there are so many brown and burnt red leaves 

swishing all over the driveway. 

They want the little ring I’m wearing on my right hand, 

beg and implore me for it, 

saying, “It’s for her, 

she wants to put it in a small wooden box 

and keep it beside her bed.” 

And disgusted I say, “Give up my ring? 

then the rest of the things in the room behind me: 

pianos, rugs, curtains, TV set?” 

Where will they stop? 

This impasse of dream people begins to collect at my door— 
but I won’t budge—blue people with a grey sky behind them; 
darkening, 

mumbling unintelligible obscenities to each other with 

shifty looks. 

I want to meet their Queen: 

the Control Goddess of blonde hair and slanted eyes: 

eyes for my ring, she waits for me, 

moving around the next room of white sunlight and sheets 
covering all the furniture, 

drops to the floor and crawls snarling towards me, 

sliding another woman’s body over mine. 

No words, 

her fingers drip ink. 

She writes a huge formula over the grey walls and walks out a door— 
a huge crowd rushes in, eating tiny ham sandwiches and 
glasses of tea. 

One of them is very old and is me pushing a wagon over 

the grey floor, 

very slow— 

pushing the wagon along in the rain up the sidewalk 

to my grey house 

where my brother is eating a gingerbread man and impersonating me, 
laughing child laughter he reaches for my hands and 
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looks deep into my eyes 
swimming into me and rising up, 
up, up where there’s daylight and ripples breaking the surface 
and air, sweet air to breathe— 
a place where it’s all right, 
where I make no attempt to question their belief in me: 
how I turn my head from side to side and 
remain in one place forever, 
forever closing a car door shut on myself and settling into 
a dark seat beside her on a grey day, 
when her mother is older, 
and we are all a little older, braids in her black hair and 
quiet eyes; 
the simple yes to a closed car door and 
us almost whisked greyly away in a late afternoon, 
moon hung in the sky— 
NO! I wake up and say NO! I won’t have this dream happiness, 
the incredible peace of her body, 
the white sheets, 
pillows, 
grey light real shadows losing all substance back there 
as I walk. 
down the slanted walk, bending to pick up a newspaper, 
halfway believing that I’m still awake. 


LOUISE 


My aunt’s laughter circles me here, 

in this tiny room sparkling with Christmas. 

As she remembers her carelessness, | 

the amber and loss of the Thirties, | 

we watch her stretch out before the Virginia coast: 
eyes gleaming with salt, 

a curve for every soldier. 


In these grey eyes 

the soul of a people still moves— 

a soft yellow light— 

the one once watched by Indians 

from the pines of an Eastern shore, 

as Pilgrims smiled with cheeks of stone 
into the flowers of a new world. 


And on this Greek brow 

here slightly pressed, 

the lips of a Saxon poet 

touch islands above the sirens’ melody. 
We will bring forth histories, she sighs, 
ageless wanderers possessing a jewel of no value. 
The nights. part and flow together, 

voices mixed with the scene of magnolias, 
here, in this minute ray of age, 

this tomorrow beyond recall. 
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CAPE FEAR 


I simply must 

go past you. 

each island is an eye © 
filling with almonds 
before your trellised hair 
swept down, 

and I bent over you, 
unchanged, 

dreamy in that slowness 
of wet afternoons; 

your mother’s ancient face 
she would finally turn, 
rosaried: 

inevitable as her Turkish blankets, 
her dark husband 

and dark house. 


I crept through their bedroom once 
in an afternoon’s hopeless light. 
Trembling 

or waiting, 

I must have waited for you, 

hope within hope 

your feet would be damp 

and could guide me out finally, 
oceanic, 

groom of the water-swans’ 

dying ripples upon our feet 

as the last arbor your face would make 
shivered in the January wind. 


11. 


THE SNOWQUEEN 


She was lovely once 
and I came to her: 
crushed bone, 

glass eyes cast my way. 


She brought one finger 

from the bondage of her hand 

to a shadow in her face, 

and turning it in snow, 

dropped crystals on other crystals, 
white wands in starlight. 


She was the crone 

bent over a bent stick 

in a printed path to my doorstep, 

who hung her fingers in icicle prayers; 
dim rappings at the door to summon me. 


She leaned against a fence-post, 
gnarling the night’s mooncrest face 
across an army of frozen acres; 
wicked the color without color: 

a music of wind 

through the bone flute of her teeth. 


She knew me 

in the summer-rose of my beauty, 

and went down on one knee before me, 
twisted thorn fingers breaking glaciers 
while the skeleton creaked in its lair. 
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COLLAGE 


I said goodbye 

to her round face 

and round body, 

her skirted feet ending legs 
too delicate to frame her. 


Bent beneath a metronome, 
she spent hours 


tossing lips and eyes 

against the measured flow of my language— 
unmoved 

as our faces blent 

in the glass above her piano, 

one profile receding into the other 

each washed in pastel 

and freckled with skin, 

neither to overcome that cameo pose 

while the flowers of our act 

drew breathlessly away 

without moisture 

light 

the bending down of their own stems 

until they were cut, 

and we showered the room in bruised color. 
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DIETRICH 


They lost you somewhere 

as your nylons burned the night: 
smoked black and kohl eyes 
perched wide-legged on a chair. 


You she-wolf 

the blonde Hun 

miles above us on the boards: 
slender knives of hands 

fanned the top-hat and its brim. 


A black empire 

split and bled for your lips, 

froze themselves in the tundra night 
never thawed by that white crevice. 


They grow old ; 

wilting flesh to bone 

still held in that gaze 

of trees and ice : 

on the western road to Berlin. 
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VOGUE 


Nothing has held me 

less grasped in fever or sighed 
above even the height of a chandlier. 
That peasant stock, 

hooded three-tone dress: 

our fashion of each other, 

you have worn only once 

and turned, 

unnaturally away 

before whirling back to face me. 


Canopies and sidewalks 

know the window-dresser’s shop 
who splintered thread 

and needles, 

exclaimed pattern after pattern 
of light choosing breasts, 
containing arms, 

so that your own gesture 
eclipsed her sweat. 


Vague prison-eyed footballs 

do you a justice no room can hold, 
or have time to place a moment 
any second 

could ever hope to enter. 


15 


SARGOSSO 


Although I am astonishéd, 
breathless 

and dazzled 

beyond the measure of pain 

I cannot control— | 

there remains nothing of you: — 
imprinted snow and frost pillow 
drawn hopelessly to my chest, 
and tears , 

glaciers of them 

are cracking through, ._. 

inch by swollen century 

until the bed is dripping its tropic. past, 
a wasted flotilla. | 
and me the only survivor... 
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CONSTELLATIONS 


In the halflight 

spaces revolve along the brow 

of other spaces. 

This room breathes the outline of your body, 
smothering objects in light. 

Each gesture leaves a whorl, 

bright spinning discs against the window, 
mercury reacting blue fire through your veins, 
where the bed was draped in thick folds of chemicals: 
a fluttering sheet between stars 

imitates two lines we make in the air. 


Dancing above the gases, 

ions 

and continents, 

I touch the symbols before sleeping: 

each letter becomes a word, 

each movement of my hand is a new sentence. 
Echoes from Jupiter quiver along my finger— 
suddenly shaking awake 

I mold galaxies for you, 

spin dust into form from the planets, 

while this numb flesh 

shivers before your touch. 
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CATHERINE SAYS 


Catherine says, 

“Take me to the place of no rest, 

sleepless waking afternoons 

in still bedrooms all alone 

and petrified of the smallest noise 
upsetting me. 

Faithless and rooted to the spot 

where my mirror on the wall 

turns its eye up to me and winks, 

smiling, ‘Hello, darling, are you sure 

you wouldn’t like some more warm tea?’ 
and shuddered warmly agreeing, do I pull 
the nightgown around my pointed shoulders, 
taking that one last sip 

as if I am drinking with someone who is certain 
of another bottle waiting for us. 

‘I am trying to get away from that,’ I say, 
my back to the glass surface 

which has so many times eaten me 

and coughing or lifting a near empty glass to its lips, 
handed it back for a refill, 

‘Take this— 

oh, it’s yours,’ 

and I like it, 

the liquid so clean and dewy 

which swims on down my throat 

for minutes or hours, 

I don’t care— 

even if when I lay back against the pillow 
to stare helpless at the ceilings, 

tiles or paintings I’ve hung on the wall before 
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but can’t place the exact time, or 

what each meant to me then, pausing... 
‘That face is familiar,’ 

‘I yawned like the camera,’ 

‘She wore scarlet without him,’ 

‘The frames are in gilt,’ 

I so suddenly want no part of it, 

the jaw spreading around my neck, 

a perfect fit, 

the face I show you the next day or the next, 
knitted fingers under a lace bedspread, 

as the clean nurse arrives each afternoon 
with three pills, 

each alone in their symmetry, 

and I fall back, 

tranced, 

passive in the bitter grip 

as she smiles and returns to the afternoon 
with her television set on its coasters, 
through halls and evening coming down, 
helpless even to stop itself from losing 

the last splinters of light, 

creeping down 

and spacing themselves approximately one inch 
from each other on my face 

allow night to come in.” 


19 


A DISTANCE 


I thought you were pregnant, 

Swollen by another’s small fingers 

And you walked slowly 

Holding both hands under your belly 

Down the sharp incline of a hill covered in trees. 
I waited there, 

A watching child holding his breath for fear 

of the slightest noise upsetting that slow descension 
And thought of you having my child, 

Ages ago when I swam dizzy and lost 

Wishing for a child 

Feeling tiny fingers stick to my cheeks 

As I carried its floating body between the rays of sun. 


You have been the face behind a curtain: 

Tiny feet at the end of a long body 

grazing the meadow of floor. 

Each day I took your picture from my pocket 
And watched the sunlight shift across its surface, 
molding your nose and lips 

into a crushing softness 

which harmed me and sent me shivering away. 


I expected you in another place, 
Long branches to arms 

Strayed the child’s nape 

from shoulders freshening. 
unconscious mother-strokes 

Which I wanted turned away from 
his cheek and brought to mine 
To my own eyes demurred in a circle 
of smooth wet kisses 

Where the baby gurgled 

And throwing his head back 

Broke his smiall heart 

forever above us. 
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John P. Williamson was born March 3, 1951, in 
Brockton, Massachusetts, the son of Scotch-Irish 
parents, John and Patricia. The Williamsons 
moved from Massachusetts to Baltimore in 1964. 
From 1969, through 1975, John Williamson made 
Laurinburg, North Carolina, his home, residing 
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House. Only recently he removed to Virginia 
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Williamson’s work has a sensual quality, com- 
bined with a mystical aura and informed by a 
keen intelligence. Coconut Tears impresses me 
more strongly than anything I’ve seen since James 
Merrill’s Nights and Days. 


—Ronald H. Bayes 
St. Andrews Review 
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